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Although Chile began the transition from a military to a civilian government more than seven years
ago, accusations of human rights abuses persist. One of the most serious problems concerns political
prisoners in the nation's jails. According to human rights groups, nearly 120 political prisoners,
many of them not yet sentenced, are incarcerated for alleged participation since 1990 in subversive
groups that carried out illegal actions against members of the former military regime (1973-1990).
Chilean government officials reject charges that human rights abuses in prisons continue. Interim
Interior Minister Belisario Velasco insists that "neither mistreatment nor torture exists" in Chile's
prisons today. However, on Jan. 13, 55 political prisoners in Santiago's maximum security prison
(Carcel de Alta Seguridad, CAS) went on a 37-day hunger strike protesting their conditions.
According to the prisoners, they were subjected to unreasonable security precautions following
the dramatic helicopter escape on Dec. 30 by four members of the leftist Frente Patriotico Manuel
Rodriguez (FPMR).
The escape of the FPMR members, two of whom were serving double life sentences for the killing
of right-wing senator Jaime Guzman in 1991, stunned the country and brought demands for
investigation of prison authorities and calls for stricter laws against terrorism. The CAS prisoners
claim that, following the FPMR escape, they were not allowed out of their cells, visitation rights
and other privileges were drastically curtailed, and they were beaten and mistreated. Among the
inmates' principal complaints was that private visits for spouses and physical contact between
prisoners and their children had been suspended. All communication with visitors was through
glass panels, and access to television and newspapers was also limited.

Families join protest of prison conditions
On Jan. 30, families of the political prisoners occupied the Australian Embassy to call attention to
the mistreatment of their family members in jail. "Our objective is to pressure the government to reestablish normal visiting regulations," and to "end the mistreatment in the high-security prison,"
said Marcela Briones, spokesperson for the families. Human rights organizations joined the families
in charging that prison authorities were treating the detainees "arbitrarily and with discrimination,
acting out of revenge" for the prison break.
On Feb. 4, the families took over the offices of the Santiago Archdiocese to increase the pressure.
Hugo Gutierrez, a lawyer with the human rights organization Comite de Defensa de Derechos
del Pueblo (CODEPU), said the government insists on classifying as "terrorists" all those arrested
for political activities when many have still not been tried and should be presumed innocent. The
hunger strike finally ended on Feb. 19, after intense negotiations, led by Jaime Castillo, president of
the Chilean Human Rights Commission (Comision Chilena de Derechos Humanos). Prison official
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 55287
ISSN: 1060-4189

Jose Antonio Gomez said the end of the hunger strike would bring the resumption of normal prison
regulations, including conjugal visits. Government attempts to tighten anti-terrorism laws
The protest regarding treatment of political prisoners coincided with accusations by right-wing
opposition groups that laxness by President Eduardo Frei's administration had allowed "an
outbreak of terrorism," exemplified by the FPMR escape. That assessment was refuted by human
rights lawyers and government leaders, who said the escape was an isolated incident in which no
one was killed or wounded. Nevertheless, in the wake of calls for action, President Frei conducted
a series of consultations with political, military, church, business, and union leaders. The president
then introduced two measures in the legislature to strengthen anti-terrorism laws. They include
giving increased powers to the police and the judiciary and creating a national intelligence system
(Sistema Nacional de Inteligencia, SNI), with possible support from the armed forces.

Critics charge that double standard for prisoners exists
Meanwhile, the Partido Comunista (PC) supported the prisoners' charges of abuse and denounced
what it called a double standard in the nation's prisons. It called attention to the difference between
the treatment of prisoners in the CAS and those in the Punta Peuco facility, north of Santiago, where
members of the military are incarcerated who have been convicted of human rights abuses.
Prisoners at Punta Peuco include retired Gen. Manuel Contreras, former head of the notorious
Direccion de Inteligencia Nacional (DINA), who was convicted of ordering the 1976 assassination of
former foreign minister Orlando Letelier in Washington, DC. The PC contends that Contreras has
few restrictions regarding visitors and "continues his conspiracies against democracy" from prison.
The recent release of another Punta Peuco inmate added to the charges of soft treatment for military
offenders and once again put the spotlight on human rights in Chile.
Former army Capt. Pedro Fernandez Dittus was released after serving 600 days in prison. He
was convicted of the 1986 incident in which Gloria Quintana and Rodrigo Rojas were set on fire
by police and left to die. Rojas died, while Quintana suffered burns over 80% of her body. In an
emotional statement, Quintana denounced the release and expressed her indignation for "this
new injustice." (Sources: Inter Press Service, 01/30/97, 01/31/97, 02/04/97, 02/12/97; United Press
International, 02/19/97, 02/25/97; Spanish news service EFE, 01/29/97, 01/31/97, 02/04/97, 02/19/97,
02/26/97; Reuter, 02/26/97)
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